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Art and History Mix in 
Istanbul’s Military Museum
by Jean Hutchings
Fatih Sultan Mehmet ana 
his retinue during the 
conquest o f Constantinople
Horses and men alike 
wore intricately worked 
chain mail armor.
¥ou need not be a historian, military buff or twelve-year-old boy to enjoy Istanbul’s Military Museum. The guns, the swords, the shields and the armor are there, beautifully decorated for deadly purposes. But 
with an afternoon to spare you can also see 
eight magnificent, flamboyant Ottoman tents, 
browse through intimate memorabilia of 
Turkey’s great leader, Mustafa Kemal Atatürk 
and finish the day listening to the rousing 
music of the re-established Mehter military 
band. In this museum art, history and the trapp­
ings of war mix; there is something to interest 
everyone.
The museum is in two separate buildings. 
A new section houses with style the Ottoman 
tents, the elaborate flags and standards of 
Turkey’s armies, and Atatürk’s “Salon”. There 
are also small, poignant relics of recent con­
flicts in the Gallery of Martyrs-a bread bag 
carried by Private Şeref Kavak before he was 
killed in war-tom Cyprus in July, 1974; the 
medals of Major Nuri Pamir, who died with the 
UN peacekeeping force in Korea. The second 
building, a more conventional-style military 
museum, covers the earlier days of one of the 
world’s great empires.
In Turkey’s culture, tents were more than 
shelters from the weather. They had a role in 
both social and religious life; their color and 
shape had symbolic importance. The huge 
imperial tents - always red inside - are said to 
have awed opponents at a time when the 
Ottoman empire stretched from Austria 
through present-day Yugoslavia, Albania, 
Greece, Bulgaria, Syria and Egypt and fringed 
the northern coast of Africa.
There are eight tents of different styles and 
sizes in the museum, pitched as they would 
have been in the open, the fabric skilfully 
patched and darned. Made of multi-layers of 
cotton, silk or wool, the tents are usually plain 
on the outside, the walls lavishly decorated 
with intricate applique and embroidery on the 
inside. One tent, which belonged to Mahmut 
II and dates from 1809, is particularly opulent; 
it is made from silk and wool, the interior 
glowing with richly-colored designs in 
embroidery and applique, the exterior deep 
red.
Fine, hand-made carpets were used on the 
tent floors and examples are on show in the 
museum. There are also original, massive tent 
poles, hand-carved and decorated with 
painted flowers and garlands.
Set out near the tents are the flags and 
standards which have always been important 
symbols of authority for states and regiments. 
Many of these are works of art as well. Among 
the interesting examples on show is a Byzan­
tine standard from the fifteenth century. Dis­
played too are metal standards, some captured 
from Egypt, which were developed from a 
combination of a lance and a bayonet. Deco­
rated by master craftsmen, these standards 
were carried at the side of the sultan or 
commander.
Atatürk’s “Salon” is on the second floor of 
the museum, and is easily missed. The first
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